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Discourse markers have become a heated issue in discourse analysis and 
pragmatics, and have attracted the attention of more and more linguists both at home 
and abroad. In western countries, discourse markers have become an area of research 
since the 1970s. Researchers mainly focus their studies on native English speakers’ 
acquisition and use of discourse markers and have achieved fruitful results. However, 
few researchers have studied the acquisition and use of discourse markers by 
non-native English speakers, especially the use of contrastive discourse markers by 
Chinese English learners. Contrastive discourse markers refer to lexical expressions 
that signal contrastive relations between linguistic segments in discourse. They occur 
frequently and play a significant role in academic writing. The present study aims to 
study the use of contrastive discourse markers by Chinese English majors in their 
master degree theses, and through a comparative study with that by native English 
speakers in academic writing to investigate the specific features of Chinese English 
majors’ use of contrastive discourse markers. 
The present study collects 26 academic writings of about 300,000 words written 
by native English speakers and Chinese English majors. Based on the data, this paper 
makes a tentative study to analyze the use of contrastive discourse markers by 
Chinese English majors. The present study adopts a combining method of quantitative 
analysis and qualitative analysis in the light of relevance theory. There are three 
research questions: (1) What are the similarities and differences in the type and 
frequency of the use of contrastive discourse markers between native English 
speakers and Chinese English majors? (2) Are there any syntactical differences in the 
use of contrastive discourse markers between native English speakers and Chinese 
English majors? (3) Compared with native English speakers, do Chinese English 
majors overuse or underuse some contrastive discourse markers in their writing? If 















The present study indicates three points. First, there are some similarities and 
differences in the type and frequency of the use of contrastive discourse markers 
between native English speakers and Chinese English majors. Although Chinese 
English majors do not use contrastive discourse markers as frequently as native 
English speakers do, they do not lack diversity at all and use even more types of 
contrastive markers in writing than native English speakers do. Second, there are 
some syntactical differences in the use of contrastive discourse markers between 
native English speakers and Chinese English majors, especially in the use of some 
particular contrastive discourse markers that can be flexibly used in various positions. 
Third, compared with native English speakers, Chinese English majors tend to 
overuse contrastive discourse markers like but, otherwise and on the contrary and 
underuse contrastive discourse markers like despite, however, in contrast, rather, etc. 
Though there are some limitations in the present study, it still has some 
theoretical and practical meanings. On the one hand, this paper enriches and develops 
the study of contrastive discourse markers and points out several feasible ways for 
researchers to make further studies on the use of contrastive discourse markers. On 
the other hand, the major findings of the present study shed light on the teaching and 
learning of English in China, and provide some useful methods for English teachers 
and students to better teach and learn contrastive discourse markers in the future. 
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Chapter One  Introduction   
This chapter gives a brief introduction of the research background of the present 
study, the significance of the present study, the research questions of the present study, 
the data collection of the present study and the organization of the present study. 
1.1  Research background  
Discourse markers are frequently used in both spoken and written English and 
most of other languages. They are a series of lexical expressions like well, and, but, 
however, because, you know, I mean, on the other hand, etc. Many linguists and 
scholars have made numerous researches on discourse markers from different 
perspectives and for different purposes. Some researchers have studied discourse 
markers in a variety of languages and dialects besides English. All the researches 
result in many findings and meanwhile present particular difficulties in the choice of a 
definite term for these lexical expressions. Different scholars use different terms to 
address these lexical expressions in their own frameworks such as “discourse 
connectives”, “pragmatic markers”, “pragmatic particles”, etc. Although there is no 
agreement, most scholars (Schourup, 1985, 1999, 2001; Schiffrin, 1987, 2001; Jucker, 
1998; Bell, 1998; Rouchota, 1998; Ariel, 1998; Blakemore, 1996, 2002; Fraser, 1998, 
1999, 2006) tend to choose the term of “discourse markers” to address these 
expressions. The present study also adopts “discourse markers” to address these 
lexical expressions because it shows no preference for the syntactic structure or 
functions of the linguistic expressions and imposes the least restrictions on the range 
of applications. 
Since the 1980s, scholars have been carrying out studies on discourse markers 
within a large number of frameworks. In general, these studies can roughly fall into 
three types: the coherence-based approach, the grammatical-pragmatic approach and 
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discourse markers contribute to discourse coherence, the grammatical-pragmatic 
approach focuses on the pragmatic functions of discourse markers in discourse, and 
the cognitive-pragmatic approach focuses on the semantic constraints that discourse 
markers impose on the hearer’s interpretation. Generally speaking, all the previous 
studies have proved that discourse markers play an important role both in spoken and 
written English. Therefore, further researches of discourse markers in the unexplored 
domains should be conducted continuously in order to enrich the achievements on 
discourse markers as well as to help people understand discourse markers from 
various perspectives and solve certain problems in using discourse markers. 
1.2  Significance of the present study   
English is an important language all over the world, especially in China where 
there is an increasing number of English learners year by year. The Chinese 
government attaches great importance to English teaching and learning and many 
students learn English from elementary schools to colleges in China. Nowadays, more 
and more people use English to communicate. Successful and effective 
communication requires coherence and clarity, but many Chinese English learners are 
found to be illogical and lack of cohesion in using English to convey their feelings, 
ideas and attitudes. One possible reason lies in the difficulty in using some cohesive 
devices, which contribute to the coherence of the whole discourse and are necessary 
for efficient and successful communication in both spoken and written English.  
Discourse markers are viewed as one kind of cohesive devices by many scholars 
and are believed to be able to greatly contribute to the clarity and comprehensibility of 
the discourse if used appropriately. Coherence theory tells us that discourse markers 
can help make explicit those coherence relations within a text and the recovery of 
such coherence relations is essential for comprehension. Relevance theory claims that 
discourse markers have the function to guide the interpretation process and the 
speaker employs discourse markers to minimize the processing cost in the 
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Both theories suggest that discourse markers perform a function of facilitating the 
interpretation of discourse. Therefore, it is necessary for the present research to study 
discourse markers and explore the characteristics and problems of Chinese English 
learners in the use of discourse markers.  
There are several types of discourse markers and many Chinese scholars have 
made various kinds of studies on some discourse markers. For example, some 
scholars focus on discourse markers in general (Duan, 2002; Wang, 2003). Some are 
interested in a particular kind of discourse markers, such as causal discourse markers 
(Xu, 2007; Yu, 2007), inserted discourse markers (Zhu, 2008), spatio-temporal 
discourse markers and modal discourse markers (Liu, 2008). There are also some 
scholars who have special interest in a specific word used as a discourse marker such 
as but (Jin, 2008; Luo, 2008), I mean (Wang, 2010), oh (Li, 2009), you know (Dong, 
2008), etc.  
Contrastive discourse markers refer to lexical expressions that signal contrastive 
relations between linguistic segments in discourse and they are undoubtedly an 
important subclass of discourse markers. Contrastive discourse markers are frequently 
used by Chinese English learners in their written English, but few scholars have done 
systematic researches on them. Therefore, the present study will focus on the use of 
contrastive discourse markers by Chinese English learners in their writing. Although 
there are already some scholars who have studied contrastive discourse markers, their 
studies are mainly on some particular contrastive discourse marker such as but (Jin, 
2006; Luo, 2008), on the other hand and on the contrary (Tan & Zhou, 2007). Most 
studies are conducted to discuss the use and acquisition of contrastive discourse 
markers by non-English majors in spoken or written English such as contrastive 
discourse markers used in argumentative essays written in CET-4 and CET-6. 
Furthermore, most findings of the previous studies are based on the data collected 
from two comparable corpora, one from the CLEC (Chinese Learner English Corpus, 
conducted by Gui & Yang in 2003), and the other from BNC (British National Corpus) 
or BROWN (compiled by Francis & Kuera at the Brown University in 1963).  
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Chinese English majors, especially contrastive discourse markers used by them in 
their master degree theses, which involve complex logical relations and inevitably 
require the use of discourse markers to enhance the readability. Previous studies have 
shown that Chinese English learners have certain problems in using contrastive 
discourse markers. For instance, compared with native English speakers, Chinese 
non-English majors tend to use fewer types of contrastive discourse markers and often 
avoid using some unfamiliar contrastive discourse markers and so on. Since English 
majors are believed to have a comparatively better command of English than 
non-English majors, here come the questions: what are the characteristics of the use of 
contrastive discourse markers by English majors and do they have the same problems 
in using contrastive discourse markers as non-English majors do? Thus it seems 
urgent and significant for the present study to focus on contrastive discourse markers 
and make a comparative study on the use of contrastive discourse markers by Chinese 
English majors and native English speakers. 
1.3  Research questions of the present study   
Based on a quantitative and qualitative study, the present research aims to 
explore the characteristics of the use of contrastive discourse markers by Chinese 
English majors and native English speakers. To achieve the goal, this thesis intends to 
study the following three research questions: 
 (1) What are the similarities and differences in the type and frequency of the 
use of contrastive discourse markers between native English speakers and Chinese 
English majors? 
(2) Are there any syntactical differences in the use of contrastive discourse 
markers between native English speakers and Chinese English majors? 
(3) Compared with native English speakers, do Chinese English majors overuse 
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